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THE GRANDFATHER'S RIDDLE IN RALPH ELLISON'S INVISIBLE MAN JOSEPH F. TRIMMER
At the center of Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man is a riddle that is both a delightfully ambiguous joke, and a cruel and cryptic curse. The narrator begins his story by telling us about his grandfather who, on his deathbed, calling the family into his room to utter the following mystifying advice: The narrator and the rest of the children are rushed from the room and warned emphatically to forget what the old man has said. But the narrator admits that the incident has had a tremendous effect upon him, and he continues to puzzle over the meaning of the grandfather's words. In fact, those words so permeate the fabric of the novel that, as Marcus Klein has suggested, the riddle defines every gambit the narrator makes. 2 Most critics have commented on the importance of this riddle, but interestingly enough no one has made a systematic analysis of the series of solutions the narrator offers to the riddle in the Epilogue. 3 After a discussion of the language of the riddle and the way the riddle functions in the narrative, I will demonstrate how an understanding of these solutions provides an important key to the novel. The answer to the Sphinx's riddle was man and, like Oedipus, the narrator must struggle toward insight and knowledge until he begins to solve the riddle of his own humanity.
Though we discover later that the meaning of the riddle is much deeper than we first imagined, an initial reading of it produces some interesting ambiguities. Actually the riddle breaks into two parts. The first part is dominated by military metaphors and is built on the revelation that " 'our life is a war.' The grandfather asserts that by conforming to the expectations of the enemy, he has betrayed his own people and their cause. The grandfather would seem to be saying that any new strategy must be responsible to the people: individual victory purchased at the price of group defeat is an act of perfidy. But the character of that new strategy is difficult to discern. At the end of the first section of the riddle the grandfather suggests that he was wrong to give up his gun in the Reconstruction. But when, in the second part of the riddle, the grandfather offers his solution, he suggests a strategy that seems more like sedition than open conflict. Living with one's head in the lion's mouth counsels constant confrontation with the enemy, but the method of that confrontation seems to indicate the actions of a spy: the enemy is to be overcome, undermined, and destroyed with "yea-saying," not guns. This duplicity will produce a kind of ingestion that will result in either expulsion or internal explosion.
The difficulty with this advice, as Jonathan Baumbach suggests, is that it is a parody of itself. 4 The grandfather has lived a life of conciliation that he terms treacherous, and yet he counsels what appears to be the same strategy as a way of avoiding treason. The narrator admits that "whenever things went well for me I remembered my grandfather and felt guilty and uncomfortable. And to make it worse, everyone loved me for it" (p. 14).
At the beginning of the novel the narrator chooses to overlook the ambiguities in the riddle; he interprets the riddle quite literally as counseling meekness and humility. Hoping to emulate Booker T. Washington, the narrator argues in his high school oration that "humility was the secret, indeed, the very essence of progress" (p. 14). The narrator does not really believe in this doctrine-"how could I, remembering my grandfather?-I only believed that it worked" (p. 14). But his belief in the ultimate utility of humility is so strong that he participates in the Battle Royal, drops his guard when he suspects that he is supposed to lose, and then, swallowing blood between sentences, yeses the white community some more in his speech. When this capitulation produces an apparent victory, a scholarship, the narrator feels "safe from my grandfather, whose deathbed curse usually spoiled my triumphs" (p. 26).
Here again is confusion and ambiguity. The narrator has followed the strategy advised in the riddle, and it has worked; yet the narrator interprets his actions as a victory over his grandfather, and suggests that the riddle has suddenly become a curse. In the dream sequence that follows, the grandfather introduces another difficulty when he refuses to laugh at the clowns. The clown figure is inevitably linked with the riddle throughout the novel because the strategy of yea-saying requires a mask.
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But as we witness the appearance of mechanical men, dolls, puppets, and grinning statues, on the one hand, and the more stylized masks worn by men like Bledsoe and Rinehart, on the other, we realize, with Eleanor R. Wilner, that there is a difference between a fool and a clown. 5 As Ellison has said, "masking is a play upon possibility . . . and the motives behind the mask are as numerous as the ambiguities the mask conceals." 6 Unfortunately the narrator has fallen into the trap of believing in the mask 7: he sees neither the ambiguities nor the possibilities of the mask. The dream ends with the grandfather laughing at the fraudulent results produced by the narrator's actions; the narrator has played the clown but he is only a fool.
The results of this first experiment with yea-saying establish the pattern for the whole novel. As Baumbach points out, every time the narrator tries yessing them, "it is he, not 'em, who is victimized." 8 Thus the narrator feels guilty for following his grandfather's advice but feels compelled to continue acting out the role designed for him in the hope of some ultimate victory: he remains confused, however, because his actions never produce that victory and because in his failure he detects the possibility of his own treachery; and above all he is tormented by his ignorance and the suspicion that his grandfather is laughing at his folly.
To add to the confusion the narrator continually confronts characters who seem to be following his grandfather's advice but who are personally repellent to him. Trueblood and Bledsoe are such characters. Each man is able to gain favors from the white community by confirming a racial stereotype: Trueblood enacts the role of black man as sexual beast, while Bledsoe plays the role of the obsequious "good nigger." The narrator is humiliated by Trueblood's willingness to cater to the sexual fantasies of white people, and he is shocked by the depth of Bledsoe's Machiavellian guile. Clearly neither character can be seen as fulfilling the spirit of the grandfather's advice because in the battle for human dignity each man's "yes" has meant the denial of humanity: Trueblood seems to exchange his dignity for a few groceries and a hundred dollar bill, while Bledsoe's quest for power means that " 'I'll have every Negro in the country hanging on tree limbs by morning if it means staying where Iam' " (p. 110).
Yet each character is more of a riddle than it would first appear. Trueblood is not immune to the moral implications of his sin: he did not commit the sin for white approval. And, like the Ancient Mariner, he repeats the story of his perfidy as a kind of penitence. In fact, Raymond M. Olderman has successfully demonstrated that Trueblood's story is a microcosm of the novel, and, as such, foreshadows the conclusions of the novel:
Trueblood has looked upon what the world calls chaos, and in singing the Blues, he has intuitively recognized the ambivalences and contradictions in both himself and in his reality....
He has accepted both the nature of his own identity, his humanity, and the strongly similar nature of his reality, and has decided to have the courage to accept his responsibility, face it and continue to act, and it turns out pretty well for him. 9
Of course, it is Trueblood's, willful economic exploitation of his own sin that strikes the narrator as a betrayal of humanity. It is not so much the sin that repels as the candid assertions that in exchange for a story about his sin " ' . . . the white folks treats me fine' " (p. 52).
In similar fashion Bledsoe exhibits some positive qualities which, if properly used, would be extremely beneficial to the narrator. He tells the narrator that "'power doesn't have to show off. Power is confident, self-assuring, self-starting and self-stopping, selfwarming and self-justifying' " (pp. 109-10). But while Bledsoe seems to be counseling the inner assurance that comes with self-knowledge as the necessary prelude to self-power, he also suggests that the narrator let the white folk worry about pride and dignity-you learn where you are and get yourself power, influence, contacts with powerful and influential people-then stay in the dark and use it!' " (p. 111). These latter comments suggest why Bledsoe's advice does not square with the grandfather's. Bledsoe knows where he is, but he does not know who he is. He has accepted the mask of nonidentity and gains personal power as he enforces the nonidentity of his people: he does not worry about human dignity. As Ellen Horowitz has pointed out, Bledsoe "will say yes and aid white men in subjugating his people. The hero's grandfather, however, made no claim to rule." 10 The grandfather's strategy is further delineated when the narrator encounters the veteran. As his name suggests, the veteran has been through the racial war, but he has neither Trueblood's materialistic gain nor Bledsoe's power to show for his troubles. Like the grandfather, he is a weak and powerless man who, in spite of his wisdom, is victimized by the forces of power. But he tells the narrator to " '. . . look beneath the surface .... Play the game, but don't believe in it .... Play the game but play it your own way . Learn how it operates, learn how you operate . .
(p. 118).
The difference between Bledsoe and the veteran is obvious: Bledsoe sees the game as an already defined reality and he is simply interested in being an operator; the veteran sees the obvious realism in such a strategy, but he adds the ingredient of self-knowledge Clearly there is irony in this assertion of possibility by a man who is being sent to Washington for a disease for which there is " 'no cure.' " What kind of possibility is he talking about? What is the value of 47 self-definition and self-affirmation if they are powerless to prevent further victimization? Even the veteran admits that much of the narrator's freedom ' "will have to be symbolic' " (p. 117). The answers to these questions "lie beneath the surface," but for the moment the narrator is interested in the surface only. Rather than inspect the riddle of his own identity, he expects that his migration North will produce results if he is careful to be on time, smell good, and agree with whatever white men say.
Thus the narrator's journey prepares us for another set of characters whose actions comment on the grandfather's riddle. The first of these is Lucius Brockway who, as Richard Kostelanetz has suggested, "survives in the industrial system by embracing the existing authority and by having indispensable talents."" Brockway, like Bledsoe, has earned his position of power by "telling white folks how to think about the things I know about" (p. 128). It was Brockway who In expectation of a more meaningful and politically viable existence, the narrator joins the Brotherhood. But it soon becomes obvious that the change in allegiance produces no real change. He joins the Brotherhood, in part, to help the Mary Rambos of the world, but his first act as a member of the Brotherhood is to move out of Mary's house, indeed out of Harlem. The narrator is like the grinning Negro bank which, "if a coin is placed in the hand and a lever pressed upon the back, will raise its arm and flip the coin into the grinning mouth" (p. 242). He is tutored, reprogrammed, and disciplined until he learns to mouth the correct ideology. It is Tod Clifton, of course, who finally reveals to the narrator the absurdity of yessing the Brotherhood. The Sambo dolls he hawks signify that the ultimate effect of working for the Brotherhood is to be a puppet. Like the veteran, Tod pays for his ability to see beneath the surface. The decision to choose some other form of selfdefinition means having to plunge outside history, and with that plunge comes self-annihilation.
The death of Tod Clifton and the fiasco that results from his funeral make the narrator decide to be something other than a black puppet. For the first time he seizes upon his grandfather's words as a weapon: Ras, as Tod Clifton asserts, is " 'strong on the inside' " because there is an appealing nobility in his categorical distrust of the white man. Yessing the white man produces, at best, a society of " 'good slaves.' " Unfortunately, Ras's no, like Tarp's, produces no meaningful results. He is driven from Exhorter to Destroyer, but he destroys Harlem, not the white enemy. In the moment of his most dramatic visibility, the riot, he is revealed as a silly clown on a horse that " 'shot up the street leaping like Heigho, the goddam Silver' " (p. 426). Ras is simply another victim of white exploitation.
The example of Rinehart is more of a riddle. As Ellison has said, "Rinehart's role in the formal structure of the narrative is to suggest to the hero a mode of escape from Ras, and a means of applying, in yet another form, his grandfather's cryptic advice" (S&A, p. 71). Indeed, William Goede has argued that Rinehart is "the ultimate incarnation of the grandfather's political theory." 13 But this assertion is not so simple as it would appear. As the narrator learns by "looking through a glass darkly," Rinehart possesses multiple identities because he yeses everybody's misconceptions of him. In this way, Rinehart demonstrates the doctrine 48 
